Research suggests that one in six third-level learners are dropping out of their college courses during their first year (Higher Education Authority (HEA), , cited in O'Brien, 2017 . The European People's Party claim statistics show that one in 5 young people in Europe under the age of 24 is currently not in education, employment or training (Maydell, 2015) ; a contributory factor to the recent reinvigoration of apprenticeships as a model of education.
Following a review of Apprenticeships, commissioned by Ruairi Quinn T.D, and Minister for Education and Skills, the new apprenticeship model emerged in Ireland. The new apprenticeship, or post 2016 apprenticeship, is no longer a mid-level skillsbased, craft training programme but a work-based learning programme in a wide range of disciplines leading to awards from level 5 to level 10 on the National Framework for Qualifications.
In November 2014, the Apprenticeship Council was established, with the objective of expanding apprenticeships into new sectors to benefit employers and employees (Apprenticeship Council, 2016) . The Council comprises representatives from industry, the Irish Congress of Trade Unions, further and higher education and training bodies and the Department of Education and Skills. SOLAS has responsibility for apprenticeships on behalf of the government. The Department of Education, the Higher Education Authority, Quality and Qualifications Ireland, Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI), industry and further and higher education providers are also key stakeholders and work in close collaboration with SOLAS.
The Department of Education and Skills provides funding to education providers via the HEA for higher education apprenticeships and via SOLAS for further education and training apprenticeships. SOLAS maintains the register of approved employers and the national register of apprentices. ETBI is the national representative association for Ireland's sixteen Education and Training Boards (ETBs). Its Apprenticeship, Traineeship and Work-Based Learning Unit was established to deliver sectoral enhancement projects and initiatives, including Apprenticeship programmes within the ETBs and further education sector. QQI has published Statutory Quality Assurance Guidelines for Apprenticeships (Quality and Qualifications Ireland, 2016) , for education providers and is also an awarding body for apprenticeships. This paper summarises the current position pertaining to post-2016 apprenticeships in Ireland in relation to design, challenges and benefits.
Generation Apprenticeship is a major expansion project introduced by SOLAS, the key role of which is to double the number of learners from diverse backgrounds pursuing the apprenticeship route (Department of Education and Skills, 2016) . Ireland now has apprenticeship programmes in construction, engineering, hospitality, electrical, accounting, insurance, motor and ICT, auctioneering and property services, craft butchery, and Original Equipment Manufacturing, all being delivered in a range of further education and higher education institutions. The first Level 9 apprenticeship programmes were approved for development by the Apprenticeship Council in 2017 in the spheres of accounting, engineering, animation and lean sigma. University of Limerick is currently developing a Level 10 Professional Doctorate apprenticeship in Principal Engineering, the first of its kind in Ireland (Department of Education and Skills, 2017) . By 2020 the goal is that there will be 30,000 people engaged in 70 different types of apprenticeships (SOLAS, 2018).
The post 2016 apprenticeships are programmes which formally combine and alternate learning in the workplace with learning in an education and training centre. They have specific defining characteristics:  Prepare the apprentice for a specific occupation  Lead to a nationally recognised qualification on the NFQ at level 5 or above  Have a minimum duration of two years  Provide a minimum of 50% learning in the workplace;  Apprentices must be employed under a contract of apprenticeship for the programme duration (Apprenticeships, 2017) .
New apprenticeships are industry-led. The Consortium Steering Group (CSG), comprising of employers, professional bodies, occupation regulators, along with the education providers is central to the apprenticeship programme development, management and ongoing fitness-for-purpose of the programme for the occupation (Quality and Qualifications Ireland, 2016, p.43 ). The apprenticeship model exemplifies academic-enterprise partnerships enriching education and the employability of graduates through employer-led curriculum design and employment focused programme delivery and assessment. This provides an opportunity for education institutions to support the development of industry networks and to increase Ireland's economic competitiveness through business-led innovative education, as envisaged by the Hunt Report (Department of Education and Skills, 2011, pp. 75-76) .
Research indicates that employers face challenges when participating in apprenticeship programmes. Rowe et al. (2017) in their study of managing degree level apprentices in the workplace, found that recruiting the right candidate; supporting apprentices through a degree whilst working full time; and the amount of time the apprentice spends off the job are the key challenges facing businesses. They make a number of recommendations to counteract these challenges including the need for effective employer-led recruitment processes; rigorous retention strategies and employer involvement and board-level motivators including the establishment of mentoring programmes to ensure that benefits are experienced by the organisation. They also highlight the need for a genuine employer-driven pedagogic approach to help overcome the challenge of apprentices being required to spend so much time off the job.
Research published by Mulkeen et al. (2017) suggest that academic providers need to support the apprentice by making learning materials available in a variety of formats as apprentices work across various industries and at different times.
Kenyon (2005) identified the delivery of the knowledge skills, and competences required in the workplace as one of the key benefits of apprenticeships. This continues to be the driving motivator for employer engagement. In November 2016, the US Department of Commerce (2016, p.8) undertook a study of apprenticeship employers to establish the benefits to business. They found that the need for skilled workers was cited as the most common factor for companies engaging in apprenticeships.
Evidence shows that in those European countries where the apprenticeship system is most developed young people have increased employability options compared to other countries who do not offer apprenticeship programmes (European Commission, 2013) . For example, approximately 60 per cent of Germany's youth participate in workbased learning programmes whereby further education providers educate these apprentices during the off-the-job component. Employers pay for most of the training as well as apprentices' wages. In December 2017, the unemployment rate for 15-24-year olds in Germany was 6.7 per cent, compared to 17.3 per cent across EU member states (OECD, 2018) .
New apprenticeships in Ireland are industry driven and as such are putting the employer in the driving seat of programme development. Researched published in April 2018 by The National Apprenticeship Service in the UK suggests the following benefits to employers:
Employers can -1. Nurture learner interest in a career within their company 2. Assist potential employees in relation to understanding the education and skills required to secure jobs 3. Enhance their reputation in their communities as supporters of education and providers of good jobs 4. Form stronger partnerships with local schools and help ensure that the curriculum is supporting the development of essential 21st century skills required to succeed in the workplace 5. Provide employees with valuable opportunities to serve as ambassadors for the company and to hone their public speaking, communications, and leadership skills 6. Improve employee retention by boosting employees' job satisfaction and sense of purpose
The 2017 UK Department for Education research report on employers' evaluation of apprenticeships suggests  96% of employers with apprentices have experienced at least one benefit from taking on apprentices, and most can count at least 8 benefits  74% of employers say that apprentices improved products or service quality, and 78% say that they improved productivity. Apprentices become highly skilled even before they finish their training.  69% of employers say that employing apprentices improved staff retention. 65% of apprentices stay working for the company that trained them when they complete their apprenticeship.  Most apprenticeships generate a net overall benefit to the employer within a few years.
Apprenticeships provide an opportunity to widen participation. The apprentice can embark on a professional career in those sectors such as accounting or insurance; sectors that were previously only accessed through professional exams or academic higher education programmes. A similar outcome is evident in the United States. A recent report published by the Department of Commerce (2016, p. 1) highlighted that apprenticeships are now expanding beyond the traditional trade and construction areas into new industries and are also providing access to women and minorities.
The earn and learn education model pays the apprenticeship a salary throughout the duration of the programme whilst the programme is free. Apprentices are fully supported in the workplace by experienced employees who coach, mentor and guide them as well as affording them the opportunity to gain the knowledge, skills and competencies required to work in that specific occupation.
From an apprentice's perspective, by participating on work-based learning programmes they gain valuable work experience that can launch their careers. They interact with and learn from their mentors and other employees as well as gain an understanding of workplace norms. Most importantly they become work ready by connecting what they are learning in the classroom to the education and skills required for success in today's work environment.
